


A dragon with a love of hospitality meets a unicorn who won't take 
get bent for an answer. 


Mak is a unicorn on a mission to find a woman who doesn't fall all 
over herself to get his attention. The moment he meets the owner of 
the Open Heart B and B, he realises that this woman has no need 
to lean on him for self-importance. She is a force to be reckoned 
with all on her own. But what the hell is she? 


Dira has been at the Crossroads since its inception. She gave 
her heart and soul to the place and has watched hundreds of 
couples meet their match. Being pursued is a novel experience, but 
of course, it takes a guy with a horn to make an impression on her. 
Mythical shifters are not thick on the ground and a unicorn is the 
most tempting offering she has seen in centuries. 
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Dragon Around 


Shifting Crossroads Book Four 


By 


Zenina Masters 


Chapter One 


Mak finished his shower and wrapped a towel around his waist 
before he finished packing his bag. Today, the transporter was 
going to send him to the Shifting Crossroads, and he would be on 
his way to finding the woman for him. 


“And let's just make sure that | have the samples.” He dug in the 
pocket of his coat and pulled out the hoof chips from his parents 
and the piece from his own hoof. They were together in a small vial 
and that much unicorn hoof could buy someone a small island in the 
pacific. If it had been unicorn horn, the price would go up 
exponentially, but no one in Mak’s family was up for a horn trim, 
including him. 


Whistling, he zipped up his bag, got dressed and quickly brushed 
his hair. He was nervous but excited. This day was the day he went 
to the Crossroads, and once there he might just find the woman 
who made his senses sing instead of being on the giving end all 
the time. 


It was great being a unicorn, women loved him, men loved him, 
luck was his constant companion and his car never got towed. He 
wanted more out of life. He wanted a mate to stand at his side and 
not beg to be under him every moment of every day. It got old 


quickly once the initial rush of lust wore away. 


He locked his door and got in his car, driving across town to the 
home of the transporter. Andio was waiting for him, the trip to the 
Crossroads was going to take place in an hour. It was a very good 
thing that he hit every green light. 


Andio Richards greeted him warmly. “lam so happy that you are 
on time, Mak. As you know, | have a finite window for the transport.” 


“| know. Here are the samples you asked for.” Mak held up the 
vial. 


Andio stepped aside to allow Mak entry to his office. “Please, 
come in.” 


Mak walked into the office next to the small bungalow. It was as 
tidy as it had been the last time he had visited, during the initial 
consult. 


As per the instructions, he had made arrangements for his car to 
be picked up in a few days. With this bag and the payment, he was 
set. All that remained was for him to sign contracts, complete his 
financial information for the payment of all incidentals at the 
Crossroads and he was good to go. 


Andio walked him through the procedure. “So, you sign the 
contract and hand over the samples, | enter your financial 
information into the system and give you an icon to wear around 
your wrist to pay for any transactions.” 


“Right, and then | stand in the circle and you send me to the 
Crossroads.” 


Andio grinned. “Precisely. Now, on to the contract.” 


The next thirty minutes were filled with bureaucracy that was 
shockingly familiar to Mak. As the advertising executive for his 
family's company, he had worked out his fair share of the mind- 
numbing paperwork. This was different. This paperwork was the 
gateway to the possibility of a mate. 


“Are you sure you want to be doing this, Mak?” The transporter 
surprised him an instant before he signed the paperwork. 


Mak looked at him, and Andio blushed. “I mean, a man like you 
has women lining up for him.” 


Mak signed with a flourish, flicked over his account paperwork 
and fastened the charm on his wrist. He set the precious vial of 
unicorn trimmings on the table. “Those women are not the one |am 
looking for. | want a mate not a sex toy and | am willing to put some 
effort into finding one.” 


Andio sighed, but his eyes said he was having a problem 
following the logic. He nodded, took the bits of hoof and filed it 
away ina cabinet that appeared with a wave of his hand. 


Mak got to his feet and lifted his bag. “Is it time?” 


Andio nodded and showed him to the circle enamelled into the 
floor. “Stand there, and when you arrive, the raven’s name is Tony. 


He will take you where you need to be.” 


Mak felt the surge of magic a moment before the world 
brightened around him. He was on his way to the Crossroads, and 
it was too late to change his mind now. 


KR RK 


Dira hummed to herself as the check-in time for her newest guest 
drew near. The thrum of the portal in the Meditation Centre told her 
that he was right on time. 


She cocked her head as she finished mixing her batch of 
cookies. There was a lot of power in this one. She could feel it from 
where she stood. 


One by one, she spooned the cookies out onto the pan before 
lifting it in her hands and baking them in a column of hot air that she 
created as easily as breathing. She watched the cookie dough melt 
and turn golden brown, and with a smile, she set the pan onto the 
cooling rack. “Ta-da!” 


lt was sad that she did her best work when no one was watching, 
but baking without electricity was an art form that she enjoyed 
mastering. She had not met another dragon for years, and she was 
content with her lot in life as a proprietor of the Open Heart Bed and 
Breakfast. 


She enjoyed all the trappings of the modern age, including the 


spatula that she used to slide the cookies onto a charming plate 
with images of animals capering about the edge in a lovely pattern. 


When the cookies were arranged just so, she carried them into 
the entryway where her antique desk was waiting for her. She read 
the reservation slip and frowned slightly. 


“What kind of a name is Enker Thosos Makiel Norin?” 
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Mak stood on shaky legs as he took in his surroundings. A man and 
a woman were waiting for him. The male stepped forward. “Enker 
Thos—* 


Mak held up his hand. “Call me Mak.” 


“Mak, my name is Anthony. Call me Tony. This is my mate, Teal.” 
The man extended his hand, and Mak took in the filigree silver band 
he wore. It matched the one on Teal. 


Mak shook the man’s hand and felt the power in his grip. Despite 
being somewhat smaller in stature, there was an ancient magic in 
Tony. One that was almost as strong as Mak’s. 


“How are you feeling?” 


Mak tested his limbs and grinned. “Good. Stable. Shall we 
proceed?” 


“We shall. Welcome to the Crossroads.” Tony opened the large 
doors that ponderously swung wide to reveal an actual crossing of 
two roads. 


Looking around, Mak raised his head. The winds brought him 
knowledge of the local predator and prey species, the amount of 
women to men and the unmistakable scent of cookies. He loved 
cookies. 


Tony took him on a tour of the common areas. The café, 
restaurant, general store, first aid centre and, of course, the bar 
were shown to him one by one. 


Mak received his fair share of attention from interested women 
and hostile men. It was part of being a unicorn, and thankfully, he 
knew how to defend himself against any number of hostile species. 
Of course, a touch of his hand would calm them, but where was the 
fun in that? 


“And down this road is the Bed and Breakfast that has been 
booked for you. The Open Heart has the best that this bubble of 
magic can offer.” Tony grinned. 


Mak raised his head and focussed on the Victorian-style building 
from which the enticing scent of cookies wafted. As an equine, he 
loved sugar, but there were so few socially acceptable means to 
binge on it in the human world. Cookies provided that means, and 
the proprietor was offering cookies. He was going to like it here. 


Chapter Two 


Dira looked up as Tony came through the door with the new arrival. 
She blinked in surprise. She knew that cocky set of the head, the 
flowing golden hair and the soft brown eyes. Everything about him 
said that he would be an engaging companion and an excellent 
lover. He was a unicorn. 


“Good afternoon, Dira. This is your new guest, he goes by Mak.” 
Tony inclined his head and stole two cookies from the plate. 


“Thanks, Tony. Welcome to the Open Heart, Mak. Do you want 
some refreshments, or should | show you to your room?” 


Mak came forward and smiled at her. His eyes took in her curves 
with appreciation. “Thank you for your hospitality. | believe a snack 
is called for.” 


She grinned at him. Unicorns loved sweets. “Juice? Or are you a 
milk person?” 


“Coffee if you have it, sugar and cream.” 


Dira beckoned him into the dining room. “I have him, Tony. You 
are free to go. If he has any questions, | will answer them.” 


“Thanks, Dira. Behave, Mak. She will make sure you do if you 
don’t want to at first.” 


Mak looked a little befuddled, but he followed her into the dining 
room, and Dira knew it was because she was carrying the plate of 
cookies. 


She made the coffee in a French press, put it and two cups ona 
tray as well as a bowl of sugar and jug of cream. 


She stifled a laugh as she came in to see half the cookies gone 
and one rapidly disappearing into his mouth. “I will make more.” 


Dira set the coffee down and pressed the plunger before pouring 
a cup for him and one for her. “So, Mak, why are you here to find a 
mate?” 


He grimaced. “Because there are precious few unicorns around. 
We occur randomly in the population as you no doubt know.” 


She added two sugars and cream to her coffee, stirring it witha 
small spoon. He added four. “I have heard something like that. That 
mythical beasts occur infrequently and very rarely to parents who 
had that ancient form themselves.” 


He cocked his head at her. “What are you?” 


Dira blinked and leaned back. “None of your business. You are 
looking for a mate, and | just work here.” 


“You are mated?” 


She shook her head. “No, all mated pairs here wear the 
bracelets that you saw on Tony and Teal. It saves on confusion. |am 
merely a proprietress of a B and B. No more, no less.” 


He looked closely at her once again. “You won't tell me what you 
are? | mean, | feel power, lots of power. More than any person | 
have ever seen in my life, so what are you?” 


Dira sighed and finished her coffee. “I am the person who will 
show you to your room. Breakfast will be served between seven 
and ten. There are three other guests on the floors above. You may 
fraternize as you wish.” 


“Thank you. Where may | go if | have need of a run?” 


“There is a path across the way leading to the shifter’s meadow. 
You can enter a changing room that will keep your clothing secure, 
shift and exit. The charm on your wrist will shift with you, so you 
don’t need to worry about losing it.” As she spoke, Dira got to her 
feet and lifted Mak’s bag. 


She retrieved his key from her desk and headed up the stairs. 
She didn’t need a key in her home, it was an extension of her. Her 
unconscious mind made up the rooms and changed the bedding 
faster than any living being could. She was very good at being a 
hostess. 
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Mak followed Dira up the stairs, a stack of cookies in his hand. Her 
long black hair swished over the base of her spine and teased his 
gaze to the round curve of her buttocks. She looked back at him 
and the green eyes shifted to gold before she continued her walk 
up the second flight of stairs. She swayed down the hall with easy 
steps and paused in front of a door. 


He snorted when he saw the horseshoe mark on the brass plate 
next to the door. “Very nice. | won't forget where | am supposed to 
be.” 


She handed him his key. “Would you like me to unpack for you?” 


“No, thank you. But, will you be available for me to ask 
questions?” He was tentative when he asked. He wasn’t used to 
women declaring him off limits the moment they saw him, but she 
had more than enough drawing power of her own to deter his 
charm. 


lt was strange, and he felt unsettled at her lack of interest. Sure, 
she was lovely and spoke to him politely, but if he knew what she 
was, he could tailor a seduction to draw her in. 


He paused as he walked into the room and looked around to 
cover his shock. He wanted to seduce his hostess. His erection 
was pressing on the inside of his jeans, and his heartbeat was fast 
when he thought of her. Those two things combined astonished 
him. 


Imagine what he would be like if she actually turned him down 
cold. 


The door shut behind her and left him alone with his thoughts. 


Every single thought in his head revolved around Dira and that 
was going to be a problem. 


He changed clothing and got dressed for a far more casual 
environment. His snowy white shirt was elegant, his jeans were 
fitted and the running shoes he wore were a gift from an ex-lover. 


With his appearance casual yet approachable, he left his room 
and headed downstairs to see if he could interest Dira in a drink. 
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Dira finished her requisition for new sheets and looked up as 
someone stood in front of her desk. She could feel Mak’s 
impatience but calmly set her requisition in a folder and put it aside. 


“Yas?” 


“lwas wondering if you would do the honour of accompanying me 
to the Star Crossed bar?” 


Dira sighed and folded her hands on her paperwork. “It is the 
Crossed Star, not the Star Crossed. No, | respectfully decline your 
invitation. Aside from the occasional glass of wine, | don’t enjoy 
alcohol.” She evaporated it as soon as she drank it, so she couldn't 
get drunk, though it did make her fire a little hotter. Dira sighed. 


Mak grinned. “Perhaps later we can share a bottle of wine.” 


Dira stifled her mental wince at how tempting that thought was. “I 
am sure you will find someone to spend your evening with. May you 
find what you seek.” 


It was a dismissal, and Mak picked up on that. He inclined his 
head, and he sauntered out with an absent call. “Enjoy your 
paperwork.” 


Her unfortunate reflex was to watch him walk away, and his 
human form was truly a thing of beauty. Her inner dragon thought 
him to be a very tasty morsel, and it was begging for just one lick. 


She shook her head and returned to her work but instead of 
requisitions for replacement towels, all she saw was Mak’s dark 
gaze and winning smile. She exhaled heavily and rubbed at her 
neck. “I guess itis time to go shopping.” 


All of her guests were out for the night, so she grabbed a lovely 
wicker shopping basket that one of her previous guests had given 
to her, and she headed out to the General Store. 


Retail therapy was something that her guests often spoke about, 
but Dira rarely needed to make the effort to calm her nerves. She 
was almost fifteen hundred, her nerves were as calm as they were 
going to get. 


She walked into the General Store, holding the door open for a 
vixen with an armload of purchases. “Good evening.” 


The young woman blushed and nodded. “Good evening.” 


Entering the store, Dira scented the air. “Andy, it seems that 
high-percentage chocolate has come in.” 


Andy looked up from making notations on the counter. “You are 
good. Now, do you know where | have hidden them?” 


Dira sighed. “Here is my basket. Fill it with the usual while | go on 
the hunt.” 


She looked around to make sure that they were alone before she 
flicked out her dragon’s tongue and tasted the air. With direct 
strides, she found the first of the bars hidden under a stack of 
women’s magazines. The next was inside the men’s underwear 
mannequin and the last was right behind Andy. 


Her imported chocolate was her one true vice, and the two-pound 
bars were the basis for most of the cookies and muffins that she 
baked for guests. 


“That is still freaky. We have managed to subdue most senses in 
the store. Yours are always so sharp. How do you do it?” 


Dira smiled at the young beaver. “Years of practice hunting out 
chocolate. | used to get it right from the cocoa trees. Even roasted 
the beans myself.” 


“How do you do that?” 


She winked, swiped her tag over the payment mark and hefted 
the basket. It weighed over sixty pounds, but with a_ slight 


channelling of her other form, she could lift it easily. 


“Thanks, Andy. See you in a few days when the dairy shipment 
arrives.” 


Andy nodded. “I will let you know if | get any extras, Dira. See you 
on Friday.” 


Dira smiled and waved farewell. She checked her basket, and 
when it was all dry goods, she detoured to the Meditation Centre. 
She had questions to ask, and Teal was a likely source for the 
answers. 


Chapter Three 


Teal poured a cup of tea for Dira and smiled. “You look like you are 
having difficulty making a decision.” 


Dira lifted the cup of tea and sipped before she made a face. 
“You could say that. | am being flirted with, and he is most 
determined.” 


Her friend snickered. “So? Flirt back.” 


Dira snorted, a small flame shot out of her nose. It was only when 
she was with Teal that she let her more dragon-like behaviours out. 
“Flirt? |am here to run the Open Heart, nothing more.” 


Teal gave her a serious look. “You are far more than that. You are 
the main cohesive source for this dimensional bubble. Without the 
power you put into it initially, we wouldn’t have the Crossroads.” 


“That was a long time ago, Teal. |am used to my role as a host. | 
like making muffins, cookies and keeping the beds in good 
condition.” She sipped her tea. “Those things take a pounding.” 


Teal had been sipping, and she spluttered as Dira’s last 
comment penetrated her mind. 


The dragon laughed. It was fun to banter with Teal. Even though 
she was mated to Tony and had been for many years, there was a 
prudish streak when it came to the animal attraction that many of 
the races at the Crossroads shared. Bedding was shredded, 
mattresses were gouged and collapsed under the weight of 
enthusiastic matings. It was part of the burden of a proprietor of a 
bed and breakfast. Both were used frequently and savagely. 


The amount of bacon that Dira went through was mind boggling, 
and the eggs that were constantly being brought in were 
excessively annoying. Years earlier, she had tried to keep 
chickens, but the temptation was too much for many of the city- 
bound shifters who hadn’t seen a prey species before. Her little 
feathered darlings had disappeared one ata time. 


“Aside from your beds, you have led a solitary life. You need a 
companion, and if | am reading you right, the man who is making 
eyes at you is the very handsome unicorn that came in this 
afternoon.” 


Dira sat back on the cushions in the low seating area of Teal’s 
sanctuary. “They are always handsome. It goes with the breed. 
Unicorns are big-hearted, attractive, elegant, and draw members of 
both sexes with ease. The myth about them being attracted to 
virgins was written backward. They are the draw and the virgins 
came running, so did married women and butlers.” 


She paused and then sighed. “He is prettier than | am.” 
Teal chuckled. “He is.” 


“Dragons can’t stand to have a mate prettier than they are. It 
offends our sense of self.” She sniffed. 


“Tough. Embrace it and enjoy his attentions. What would the 
worst thing be, that he would fall for you and you for him?” 


Dira faced her fear. “What if he wouldn’t want to stay at the 
Crossroads? | don’t know if | can return to the modern world. It has 
been a while.” 


Teal sobered. “Would it be so horrible?” 


“The last time | was walking the world, | was wearing a bustle and 
a corset under thirty pounds of fabric. | have adapted my clothing 
choices to match those magazines you keep bringing me, but | am 
never sure that what | am choosing is the right thing.” 


“You look spectacular in whatever you wear.” 


“As do you, but there comes a time when a woman wants to fit 
in.” Dira smoothed a hand down the lonq, qauzy skirt that she wore. 


Her wrap top was made of the same silky chiffon, and while the 
emerald fabric did wonders for her eyes, she wasn’t sure of its 
appropriateness to the world outside. In the Crossroads, everything 
was fine, but outside, she wasn’t sure what she would be walking 
into and dragons were not known for their ease at dealing with 
uncomfortable situations. Prod her temper enough and she would 
be newsworthy. 


Dira closed her eyes and groaned. “Why is this so hard? | used 
to just grab a knight and leave him with a smile on his face. Getting 
the head of a dragon had a whole different meaning back then.” 


Teal winced at the pun. “So, you had a fulfilling sex life when you 
wanted it. Why is this different?” 


Dira looked at her in surprise. “You haven't seen any of the 
ancient creatures here before, have you?” 


Teal shook her head. “Not since Tony and | have been on duty. 
The last thirty years have been weird but no magical beasts that 
weren't your regular shifters. What is different about the mythic 
shifters?” 


“Our lives stretch beyond centuries. To mate with another 
magical creature is to bind yourselves far beyond what most will 
expect, and it will most likely not involve children. Dragons and 
unicorns don’t usually cross breed.” 


“Then, where do you come from?” 


Dira blinked in shock. “We occur randomly in the population. 


There is always the same number of dragons in the world and 
unicorns and griffins. Just to name a few. Sometimes they meet, 
mate and breed more of their kind, but the number in the world 
always remains the same.” 


“You are kidding. They occur randomly?” Teal nibbled at a 
cookie. 


“Of course. The phoenix, for example, is always the only one of 
her kind. She lives, mates, dies and never has a child of her own 
that is a phoenix. If she is alive, there is no other.” Dira propped her 
elbow on the back of the couch and leaned her head against it. 


“This is not stuff they covered in the briefing before we took this 
post.” 


Dira blinked. “I haven’t mentioned it before?” 

Teal chuckled. “I haven’t seen you this agitated before. Why does 
Mak get to you where dozens of other men leering down your 
blouse haven't?” 

Dira buried her face in her hands. “I don’t know! He pushes and | 
just want to push back until we are plastered together against the 
wall.” 


“Why don’t you?” The deep voice from the doorway brought both 
ladies to attention. 


“Tony, go somewhere else.” Teal’s voice was amused but firm. 


“No, | believe that | have a vested interest in this conversation. 


Dira, why don’t you accept what Mak is offering?” 


Dira jumped to her feet and shouted, “Because | have no idea 
what that is!” Her chest was heaving, smoke was curling off her skin 
and she could feel her body scaling over. 


Tony crossed his arms over his chest. “Give him the chance to 
tell you then. When | first tried to court Teal, she made a run for it. If 
she had just stayed in one place, we would have settled in the 
human world and lived our lives there. She ran, we came to the 
attention of the Crossroads coalition and then, we transferred here 
as a mated pair of guardians. Run all you want, but if you want him, 
let him catch you.” 


Dira leaned down and pressed her hand on Teal’s. She picked 
up her basket and walked past Tony. “Dragons don't run, but if he is 
very lucky, he will get close enough to feel the fire.” 


She heard her friends laughing as she left the Meditation Centre 
and walked back toward her home. She felt better than she thought 
she would, and now that she had exposed some mythic secrets to 
Teal, she hoped that a few more of her rare kind would find their 
way to the Crossroads to find the mate of their dreams. It hadn't 
worked for her so far, but then, she had long since given up 
dreaming. 


Chapter Four 


Mak walked into the Crossed Star and took a seat at the bar. The 
tattooed man behind the bar smiled at him and asked, “I’m Chuck, 
what can I get you?” 


“One shot of everything you can think of. | plan on getting drunk 
tonight.” Mak smiled brightly. 


“Ouch. Rough day with the ladies?” 


The women in the area were showing interest in Mak, but there 
was a reason he had sidled up to sit at the actual bar. If he kept 
them from getting a good look at him, they wouldn't pursue him. The 
alcohol would do two things, it would drive off women who didn’t 
want to attract a drunk, and it would neutralize most of his active 
pheromones. Being a unicorn, it wouldn't make him intoxicated but 
he was the only one in the bar that knew that. 


“Rough day with the owner of the Crossed Heart. Doesn't she 
ever date?” Mak started to snap the shots back one after another. 
The women who had started to approach him went on to find more 
likely candidates. He smiled grimly. 


“Not that | have seen in the years that | have been here. She 


enjoys her life here, being part of this weird community, so | think 
she considers a mate as a route out of her life and into the great 
unknown.” 


The frankness of his tone surprised Mak. “What is she?” 
Chuck laughed. “She hasn't told you?” 


“Obviously not.” Mak was irritated that this male knew something 
about Dira that he didn't. 


“She will have to tell you. You know we don't tell other shifter’s 
identities. If she wants you to know, you will know.” Chuck grinned at 
him. 


Mak was filled with hostility at this other male who was familiar 
with Dira. He didn’t seem to have an attachment to Mak’s female, 
but Mak still wanted to take him outside and beat him into the 
ground. 


Instead of acting on his impulse, he took another drink to 
camouflage the fists that were involuntarily making themselves 
known. 


“So, what brings a man like you to a place like this?” Chuck was 
organizing the bottles near Mak. 


“Same as every other male here, a compatible mate.” Mak 
slammed a few more drinks back and watched couples on the 
dance floor. 


The evenina’s activities happened around him as he held up his 


side of the bar. It was fascinating to watch the slow courtship of 
certain species and the fast collision of others. Predator usually 
bonded to predator, prey to prey, but there were a few exceptions. 


He loved watching the exceptions. They both looked so 
surprised, but they were drawn to each other. 


That was what he was feeling right now. Surrounded by women, 
he wanted no one but Dira and she wouldn't tell him what she was. 
He knew it was powerful and suspected that it was mythical, but her 
species was not one he had ever run into in his long and diverse 
life. 


His family ran a clothing and accessories line, and all members 
took their turn being involved in modelling their product. His turn had 
come a decade ago, and now, he pretended to age by wearing 
more sober clothing and changing his hairstyle every few months. 
His parents were retired and his two siblings ran other portions of 
the company. 


When he finished yet another shot, he looked around and noticed 
that the bar was nearing empty. “Chuck? Can you call Dira over at 
the Crossed Heart and ask her to come and retrieve her very drunk 
guest?” 


Chuck paused while putting away a tray of cleaned glasses. “She 
won't like that.” 


Mak smiled brightly. “lam counting on it.” 
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Dira stalked out of her B and B and walked the four minutes to the 
Crossed Star. The bar was almost empty, but since dawn was 
arriving in two hours, she wasn’t surprised. Her unicorn was sitting 
at the corner of the bar, and he beamed at her as she came through 
the door. 


“Dira! Nothing like an obliging hostess to help one get from bar 
to bed.” He smiled, and the wattage from his grin was almost 
blinding. 


“Chuck, how much has he had to drink?” 


Chuck was working to tidy up his domain. “More than anyone | 
have ever met. Impressive really, he should be unconscious. If you 
could get him home and keep an eye on him, it would be 
appreciated.” 


Mak dismounted from the barstool and staggered. “Uh, little help, 
fair lady?” 


Dira gave him a black look and headed toward him. She 
wrinkled her nose at the scent of the varieties of alcohol that had 
been absorbed by his system. She put his arm around her 
shoulders and led him out of the Crossed Star. 


Outside the bar, she waited until they were clear of any ears that 
could overhear. “Stop faking it, Mak. No unicorn can get drunk with 
alcohol. You all get your kicks elsewhere.” 


His hand tightened on her shoulder, and he whispered in her ear. 
“How close were you with unicorns in your past, Dira?” 


“None of your business.” She continued to walk slowly at his side, 
ignoring the feel of heat coming off his skin. She loved being warm. 


“| was just wondering, because my family and | are only aware of 
a dozen more unicorns on earth, and they are all of different races 
and on other continents, not to mention over two hundred years old.” 


“You don't say. | must have read it somewhere.” She was relieved 
when she saw the familiar door of the Open Heart. 


“| doubt it. Only other mythical beings recognize another, and they 
are the only ones to know all the lore.” 


Dira snorted, and the alcohol swirling around them ignited into a 
bright flash. 


Mak jumped. “What was that?” 


“Will-o-the-wisp.” She batted out the last flicker of flame and kept 
them on their path. 


“| don't think so.” 


“What do you know, you're drunk.” Dira chuckled and eased him 
up the front stairs to the porch. 


“Not that drunk. | have already gotten rid of most of the alcohol.” 
He leaned on her a little as they entered the entry hall. 


She hoisted him up the stairs and to his room. In the doorway, he 
leaned forward and whispered, “What do | get if | guess what you 
are?” 


“You get to go to bed, alone.” She shoved at him, but his grip 
tightened and he pulled her inside. 


He closed the door and pressed her back against it. “I believe 
that | deserve some reward for figuring it out.” 


She blinked up into his deep brown gaze. “Tell me what | am and 
| will give you a single kiss.” 


He whispered, “Phoenix.” 


Her laughter cut through his smugness. “Incorrect. But here is 
something for trying.” 


She went up on her toes and pressed a kiss to his cheek, 
inhaling the intoxicating scent of him. Before he could turn his head, 
she shoved him back and opened the door, closing it gently behind 
her. 


Dira walked downstairs and leaned on her desk, getting her 
racing pulse under control. Once she stopped fantasizing about 
what it would have been like if he had guessed correctly, she got 
back to her preparations for breakfast. She had to get back to bed 
and then up in a few hours to make breakfast for the early risers. 


Muffins didn’t make themselves. Not without a kitchen fey 
anyway, and it had been three hundred years since Dira had a 


magical maid. 


Life back then had been simple, but she had stayed away from 
humans because the scent of filth and disease had not been 
particularly attractive to her. The fey were cleaner than humans, but 
ever since they had outed themselves to humanity in the time of 
Queen Victoria, they had become insufferable. 


lt was amusing to her that not one of the shifters that she had met 
over the years had run into a fey, but she supposed that one sort of 
magic repelled the others. 


Shifters walked through the human world but rarely engaged with 
them. They preferred to work around the human world and socialize 
with their own kind for the most part. 


There were exceptions to every rule, but as far as Dira was 
concerned, most humans could not deal with shifters on an equal 
basis. They lacked the instinct for it. 


Shaking her head to reassemble her concentration, she walked 
into her kitchen and assembled the dry ingredients for fresh 
blueberry muffins. Her pans were standing ready, the blueberries 
she had picked that afternoon were in a bowl, and she was off to 
bed. 


Dira yawned as she opened the door to the cellar and headed 
down to her private quarters. 


Mak could take care of himself. 


KKK 


He had guessed wrong. Mak couldn't believe it. If she wasn’t a 
phoenix, what was she? He was going to have to make a call, but 
he was going to get to the bottom of this. 


Mak looked out at the false dawn lightening the sky. He may as 
well get a few hours of sleep before trying to find a way to contact 
the one person he knew who might have an idea about other 
mythical species, his mother. 


If there was one being in the universe that knew things she 
shouldn't, it was Mikhela Norwin. 


Chapter Five 


Last night had been lucky for three of her five guests. They would be 
moving out in a matter of hours. 


While the average transporter could only move someone to the 
Crossroads during specific alignments, Teal and Tony could 
deposit a new couple back ina safe area any time day or night. 


lt was one of the reasons that the candidates had to provide hair 
or tissue samples from themselves and a few family members. It 
assisted in the triangulation for the correct area. From there, the 
specifics could be determined. 


Dira went back and made another batch of muffins a moment 
before she crisped up a pound of bacon with a flick of her fingers. 


She had six people eating in her dining room and two more still 
asleep. The muffin and bacon combo was a winner this morning. It 
usually was. 


She brought out the fifth platter of muffins and slid it into the 
feeding frenzy. Refreshing the coffee carafe took a few seconds, 
and then, she was free to do dishes and listen to the conversations 
of people who were in the early stages of falling in love. 


When Mak’s voice entered the conversation, she brought out a 
new place setting and slid it in front of him. “You are up early.” 


Mak smiled and grabbed a muffin. “I have a few errands to run 
this morning. | need to get fortified.” 


The other six at the table smiled at him, and Dira wanted to roll 
her eyes. Unicorns. Everybody loved freakin’ unicorns. 


He ate and chatted with the other guests, congratulating them on 
finding their mates and wishing them joy and luck for the future. 


Back around the corner, she smiled as he wished them luck. 
When one of his kind wished something, it usually came true. 


The clatter of plates, the clink of knives on china and the slurping 
noises slowly faded. She retrieved the plates as her guests took 
their leave, hugged two lionesses who had been shy but eventually 
relaxed enough to leave the Open Heart and left Mak alone as she 
washed the dishes. 


He spoke to her quietly from the doorway. “So, what does one do 
here in the daytime?” 


She chuckled and rinsed the china plate she was washing. “We 
go for runs in our other forms, have coffee, go to the restaurant, do 
some shopping and return to the bar. If you live here, you socialize 
with the other permanent inhabitants.” 


Mak stepped into the kitchen, looked around and then started 
helping her dry the dishes. “Are you a permanent inhabitant?” 


“lam. | can’t really adapt to the modern world, so living here is my 
best option.” She continued washing and tried not to notice the way 
his t-shirt clung to his muscles as he dried her dishes and put them 
away after exploring her cupboards. 


“Why can’t you adapt?” 


“| keep trying to use magic, and it draws attention. Also, humans 
really annoy me and that is not a good thing.” She wrinkled her 
nose. 


He laughed. “They are useful. If not for humans, my family would 
not have carved out a niche in fashion that made us all very 
wealthy.” 


She laughed. “Your kind can have humans bring you money on 
platters and no one would complain. Having them extract the funds 
and offer them to you in exchange for a product indicates the 
evolution of your people, not the humans.” 


Mak shrugged, not denying the power that his kind held. “Our 
effect on humans is as marked as it is when we run into the fey. 
They hate us.” 


Dira drained the sink and dried her hands. “I know. They can 
stand normal shifters, but put a mythical one in front of them and 
they get all combative.” 


Mak chuckled. “Exactly. How close have you been to aggressive 
fey in your time?” 


Memories of battles with fey magic users trying to tie her down to 
drain her power suddenly came to her. “Pretty close.” 


“Where can | make a call?” His prosaic question rattled her out of 
her thoughts. 


“Go to the Meditation Centre. They can set you up with an 
exterior call.” She tried to remain perky, but it was difficult. 


Upstairs, her guests had left destroyed bedding and strewn 
mattresses. She applied her mind to changing the rooms around 
while she finished cleaning up the crumbs from breakfast. It was a 
reflex born of long practice and not something that most of her 
guests witnessed. Her mind only worked its magic in unoccupied 
rooms, but she could turn one over in five minutes if the bed hadn't 
been clawed into fluff. That would take an extra few minutes as she 
opened the cupboard in the hall and levitated the new one in and 
the old one out into the drop chute in the floor. Dragging them up 
and down the stairs just wasn’t practical, so she always kept a few 
spares on hand for emergencies. 


The morning diners had been a little on the sloppy side, so she 
folded up the tablecloth and dropped it into the laundry pile. That 
was her afternoon all arranged. 


Mak watched her for a moment before he left her alone. 


Dira breathed easy when he exited her territory. Having him at 
close range was pressure on her self-control. She wanted him, 
there was no doubt about that, but his interest was overwhelming. 


Part of her wanted him to sweep her away with his hair ruffling in 
the breeze and the other part of her was dead set against leaving 
her territory, her horde and her life. 


Her horde was her collection of her favourite items. It was filled 
with gold, paintings of herself and lovely, embroidered fabrics that 
had stopped being manufactured hundreds of years earlier. 


The fascination with her own image was not something she was 
proud of. She had asked another dragon about it once, and she 
had informed Dira that it was natural. They could see their own 
magnificence in every image, and it raised their heads high. They 
had a lot to be proud of. 


Dira hummed as she went about her tasks, got the laundry going 
and incinerated the destroyed mattress. Controlled burns were now 
her speciality. The constant baking helped immensely. She loved 
being able to hold a temperature long enough to properly cook 
muffins, bread, biscuits and even bacon. 


With an eye to afternoon visitors, she made a batch of scones 
and warmed a pot of strawberry preserves. Her clotted cream was 
ready, as always, and she put out the teapot, ready to go. 


She had no sooner prepped everything than she heard a familiar 
voice. “Dira? Are you up for a visitor?” 


“Of course. Come on in.” She took out a starched and folded 
tablecloth and flicked it over the round table that monopolised her 
dining room. 


The morning shift from the café was gathered, and they all 
wanted to sit and giggle about the unicorn in their midst. Most of the 
girls were beavers, and they really enjoyed their time at the B and 
B. Dira brought in the scones, the jam and the fresh pot of tea while 
one of the girls headed to the kitchen to get the teacups and 
saucers. 


When they were all settled, every female face turned toward Dira, 
and Kayla the hummingbird asked, “So, what do you know about 
Mak?” 
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It wasn’t an emergency, but Tony let Mak use his private line to call 
his mother. The whole situation was ridiculous, and it got worse 
when his mother squealed with excitement. “Do | have a new 
daughter-in-law?” 


“Mom, calm down. No. Not yet. | have found a woman | am 
interested in, but there is a problem.” 


“What is it? Can’t you just charm her?” 


“No, | can’t. That is why | want her. She doesn’t put up with 
anything. The problem is that | don’t know what she is and that 
seems to be a barrier to courtship.” 


His mother was suddenly all business. “Is she a standard 
shifter?” 


“No, she is powerful, very, very powerful.” 

“What have you noticed about her?” 

“She has long black hair, green eyes that turn gold and the pupils 
change shape to something familiar, but | can’t place it. Oh, and 
she snorts fire when she really laughs.” 


His mother was silent for a moment. “Fire? She snorts fire and 
you don’t know what she is?” 


“| guessed phoenix, but she said she wasn't one.” 


“| did not realise that | raised an idiot. Is she possessive of her 
home?” 


He blinked. “Yes, she is very attached to it.” 
“Lots of antiques?” 
“Yes.” 


“She is a dragon, dear boy. Her home is her cave, and her 
antiques are part of her horde. That she snorted fire in her human 
form is odd. Were there extenuating circumstances?” 


He winced when he thought about how much he had had to drink. 
“Yes, there was a flammable substance in the air.” 


“That would explain it. She can probably ignite it without thinking. 
So, does that help?” 


“Have you met a dragon?” 


“No, Mak. Just read up on them. There are several books on the 
subject.” 


He closed his eyes. “There aren’t any books out here.” 
Tony cleared his throat from his desk. 


“Apparently, there might be. Thanks for the information, Mom. | 
will keep you posted on my progress.” 


“You had better. | don’t want to see your face again until there is a 
mate next to you.” 


“If she doesn’t want to leave her home, what am | supposed to 
do?” 


“You give her a home here and room to shift and fly. You have the 
money. Use it for something useful for once. Bye, dearest.” 


His mother hung up, and Mak was left staring at the phone. Make 
a new home for a dragon, how hard could it be? 


Chapter Six 


Tony wrote a note on a small piece of paper. “Take this to the 
General Store. They will know what to do, and you may need 
privacy to figure this clue out. It is all | can do without getting myself 
killed by my wife.” 


“Why would your wife care?” 


“She and Dira have been friends for years. If | leak any 
information about your chosen female, mine will injure me in 
strange and unusual ways.” Tony grimaced. “The price of bonding. 
Your decisions will no longer affect you alone, so you have to think 
things through.” 


Mak looked at the note, but it didn’t make sense to him. “Thanks 
for this. Will it help?” 


“If you can figure it out, it should help and that is all | am saying.” 
He put his hands behind his head and whistled idly. “Have a good 
day, Mak.” 


The face of the beaver shifter behind the counter in the General 
Store was startled as he read the note. Sighing, he pulled a box out 


from under the counter and used two keys and a combination to 
open it. Inside was an object covered in fabric. 


“Take this somewhere private and open it where no one can see 
you.” The young man’s expression was earnest. 


Mak took the velvet bag, and he could feel a book inside. “Why 
all the secrecy?” 


“Dira would not be pleased to see that particular object. Just go.” 
He waved him off. 


Curious, he tucked it under his arm and walked casually back to 
the Open Heart where he walked up to his room and opened the 
velvet bag, sliding out the contents. 


A Beginner's Guide to Dragons. The cover was ornately tooled 
leather with an embossed dragon on it. 


Mak sat down and opened to the first page. A three dimensional 
image of a dragon appeared. “Cool, pop-up.” 


He read the information and continued through the thick pages, 
each one showing him a different style of dragon with more images 
that gave him accurate scale for each type. 


When he turned the page and saw Dira’s face, he froze and 
focussed on her image for a moment before he read the text. 


Many dragons choose to live near villages and keep their 
hordes underground. In order to avoid detection, when they valk 
among humans, they choose a form that resembles those around 


them. A dragon can be found by its changeable eyes. They take 
on the colouring of their scaled form when startled or angry. 


He blinked and looked at the design of a golden dragon etched 
into the page next to Dira’s face. He had learned that there was the 
same amount of dragons as there were unicorns in the world. The 
odd number of each species meant that one member of each type 
was doomed to seek a mate elsewhere. He grinned as he realised 
that he now had a reason to give his siblings. Once he mated a 
dragon, they would be more likely to find their mate in another 
unicorn. As the eldest, it was his duty to get a mate first. He took his 
duty very seriously. 


He completed his dragon education and sat back, surprised by 
how thorough the later pages had been regarding sensual hot 
spots. Under the jaw, back of the neck and base of the spine were 
all erogenous zones. The back of the knee varied from dragon 
female to dragon female. For some, it was a turn-on, for others, it 
was an instigation to attack. 


Mak needed to tread lightly. 
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Dira cleaned up after the ladies had left to return to their duties at 
the shops and restaurants of the Crossroads. Mak had returned to 
the Open Heart, and she couldn't feel him moving around up there. 


There were no scheduled arrivals today, so she was free to take 


herself out for dinner. Once teatime had come and gone, she would 
be free for the evening, not that she was going to tell anyone witha 
horn about that. 


She prepped the dry ingredients for scones and took an 
inventory of her pantry then followed it up with a check on her 
refrigerator and freezer. 


All levels were appropriate for the amount of guests scheduled, 
but she needed some more berries. 


She reached for her basket and jumped when she heard a voice 
behind her. 


“Where are you off to?” 


Mak was lounging against the wall like he was _ perfectly 
comfortable in her lair. 


“|need to pick up some supplies for scones and muffins.” 
“May |accompany you?” 


Dira blinked rapidly. “Sure. There are wards around the area that 
we are going to.” 


“| look forward to seeing them.” He inclined his head and offered 
his arm. 


She waved toward the back door, and he came toward her, 
pausing to let her take his arm as they walked down the back steps 
into a wide-open field. 


“Why is there a large field behind your home?” 


She didn’t want to answer, so she fibbed, “There is no need for 
additional housing and flat land is easier to build on.” 


“Is this the meadow that you mentioned?” 


“No. That is on the other side of the building, across the street. 
This is for locals and is my private field.” 


He laughed. “So, where are we going?” 

“That small clump of trees over there. | have cultivated a number 
of berry bushes and warded them to keep them from the bear 
shifters. Those buggers can sniff out a blueberry at two miles.” She 
smiled. 

“How do you lay a ward?” 

“Practice.” 

Mak wrinkled his nose. “That wasn’t an answer.” 


She grinned up at him. “I know.” 


Their walk was nice, they moved at a slow, easy pace until they 
reached the bramble patch. Dira walked through the path between 
the stones, and she laughed when Mak got stuck in the wards. 


He looked confused. “Why can’t | move into the berry patch?” 


She grinned and tilted her head in consideration. “You like 
sweets, don’t you?” 


Mak nodded. 


“That is the problem. Promise me that you will only have a few 
berries and | will let you through.” 


“| promise not to eat anything in the patch. How about that?” He 
held up both hands ina gesture of surrender. 


She grinned and flicked the wards with her mind. “Come on in 
and help then. | promise to make it worth your self-control.” 


He stepped cautiously forward and smiled when he was allowed 
to continue. “You will have to teach me how to do that.” 


“| don't think | will have time. The girls of the Crossroads were 
asking about you. They work in the shops, so they missed your little 
faux alcoholic display and they are very interested in you.” 


He sighed. “lam not interested in them. | only have eyes for you, 
and you are well aware of it.” 


She blushed and started to pick berries without another word. In 
a moment, he was at her side and helping her denude the blueberry 
bush. 


Casual touches across her back and legs sent tremors of 
sensation through her. She wanted to reprimand him for it, but he 
was gone and working again before she could do more than 
register the contact. 


Once they had the blueberries, they moved onto strawberries. 
Crouching in the dirt was awkward, but the bright berries that 
screamed ripeness made the indignity of squatting 
inconsequential. 


“| think that should do it.” Dira grunted and started to stand. 


Mak quickly helped her to her feet. He took her basket and 
offered her his arm once again. 


She reset the wards as they left, reinforcing them now that the 
fruit was ripe. It would be irritating to lose a crop to any of the 
shifters attracted to sweets. 


“How often do you go harvest berries?” Mak’s question was 
casual. 


“Every two days. | am going to make a strawberry shortcake for 
Tony and Teal. It is their anniversary tomorrow.” She smiled at the 
memory of all the years that the two guardians had put into the 
gateway to the Crossroads. They stayed where they needed to be 
no matter what their personal differences. 


The fights between the raven and swan were almost as famous 
as their make-ups in public. Celebrating their thirtieth year together 
was something that was best done in private, with cake. 

“Why haven't you found a mate yet?” 


Dira pulled him to a halt. “I haven't been inclined to run headlong 


into the arms of a man if that is what you are asking. In my life, | 
have travelled, stayed home, ruled a small country and then 
donated a part of myself to creating the Crossroads to help some 
of the solo shifters | have met along the way.” 


The expression in his eyes was sudden understanding, and he 
leaned down to press his lips to hers. 


Dira had a thousand options run through her mind, but she stayed 
in place until the soft pressure of his lips retreated. 


His gaze was amused. “You had to keep from biting me, didn’t 
you?” 


“How did you know?” 
“| have been doing research into your species.” 


Dira couldn't help but raise a brow. “Have you now? What do you 
think my species is?” 


“Well, | have never met a dragon before, so you must excuse my 
ignorance.” 


Shock rippled through her. “How did you...” 
“A little bird helped me out.” 


“lam going to kill that raven. Better yet, | will have Teal do it for 
me.” Dira scowled. 


Mak laughed. “Don’t be too mad at him. He didn’t tell me 


anything directly. He just pointed me in the direction my mother 
gave me. | followed her theory, so if you must blame someone, 
blame my mother.” 


“| have never met your mother.” 


Mak stroked her neck and slid his thumb under her jaw. “She 
would very much like to meet you.” 


This time, with that small touch, the kiss was mutual. Dira slid her 
tongue along his lips, and he returned the favour. When she tasted 
him, her heart tripped in her chest and she pressed her body 
against his, holding onto him with one hand around his neck. 


They stood and kissed for what seemed like hours until the 
prickle of heat on her nose brought her attention back to the 
passage of time. 


She pulled away and her lips were swollen, his were shining and 
her thighs were slick with need. 


Mak smiled. “Shall we return to your home?” 


Dira sighed and took his arm once again. “That didn’t mean 
anything.” 


He snickered. “I look forward to it not meaning anything again 
very shortly. What are you doing for dinner?” 


She bit her lip. “Il was going to dinner at the restaurant. With only 
two guests in, | don’t need to man the desk today. No one is coming 
in tonight.” 


“Who else is staying?” 

“A shy wolverine. He is slowly courting a bear, but he will need a 
few more days. | have no idea if she will take the reins.” Dira 
chuckled. 

They were back at her home. 


Mak made an observation. “You care very much about your 
guests’ ability to find love, don’t you?” 


“Of course. | have never been able to find it myself, so | 
encourage it in others whenever | can.” She was honest with him. 
There was no reason not to be at this point. 

“Would | be able to see your shifted state?” 

“lam not invisible, if that is what you mean.” 


“|mean, would you please show me your shifted state?” 


She groaned. “If we are still talking after dinner, yes. | try not to 
shift in the daytime. | am a little noticeable.” 


“You are a gold dragon.” 


“Wow, you really did do your homework. Yes, |am a gold dragon, 
but I can transition to dark green if | have to.” 


Mak smiled, “I look forward to seeing you in all your glory.” 


Chapter Seven 


Dira had to admit she was having a pretty good time. Once she had 
surrendered to the fact that he now knew what she was and he was 
accepting of it, she gave herself permission to have fun. 


Once the permission had been given, she actually enjoyed 
herself as he cracked jokes and told her about his family's 
business. 


Fashion was always interesting, but the familial obligation to 
participate in the advertising was hilarious. “So, you have actually 
posed, pouted and twirled in front of a camera?” 


She sipped at the wine that Lemiander had brought over. It was a 
nice vintage, and she appreciated the full, fruity notes with the rich 
wash as she swallowed. 

“| have. It was a fun few years, and then, it was my sister’s turn to 
turn and flip her gaze at the camera. It would have been more fun if 
we could shape shift for it but that wasn’t allowed.” 

“So, you have siblings?” 


He was working on the cheese plate with honey. “I do. One 


brother, one sister, both younger.” 
“Are both your parents unicorns?” 


He nodded and licked at the honey on his thumb. “We carry over 
a third of the entire unicorn population in our family alone. Were 
your parents both what you are?” 


Dira laughed. “My father was a griffin, my mother was the dragon. 
One of my sisters became a griffin, another became a thunderbird. 
We all went our separate ways as our natures called to us.” 


He looked at her with wide eyes. “I had assumed you were an 
only child.” 


“Oh no. | had sisters, and we caused quite a ruckus. The local 
humans tried to burn us out on several occasions. The thunderbird 
effect kept them at bay, and they actually began to worship my 
sister. | have no idea if she is still in that tiny mountain range. We 
don’t speak.” 


“Why not?” 


“She started eating her worshipers. | don’t hold with that sort of 
thing. Either hunt for your food or become a vegetarian.” She 
nibbled at her cheesecake. 


“What about your other sister, the griffin?” He finished his plate 
and reached for his wine. 


“She died during a crusade. She fought to keep invaders on 
either side from her village, and she became the focal point of the 


attack. Both sides united to kill the monster, and after she was 
dead, peace broke out. Her body returned to human state as she 
had crawled back into the town gates, and her people surrendered 
to the invaders who naturally concluded that they had been 
enslaved by the beast.” 


He put his wine glass down. “lam so sorry. What was her name?” 

“Dinyali of Medorka, one of the braver sisters in history.” As she 
always did when she said her sister's name, she raised her glass 
and drank to her. 


Mak mimicked her and forever won a warm place in her heart. 
“To Dinyali of Medorka.” 


“My parents died when we became adults, so it was only us three 
in the world. Now, | am the only one left.” 


“Have you met others of your kind?” 


“A few times. Neither they nor | wished to mate, so | went my way 
and they went theirs.” She sipped slowly. 


“Is that the only reason you would be with one of your kind?” 


“Of course. | can get companionship anywhere, but having a 
dragon is definitely easier when both parents are dragons. 
Otherwise, it can be anything.” She cocked her head. “Didn't your 
mother ever have this talk with you about other unicorns?” 


“Well, our family is large for a mythical-creature family, so there 


aren't any others of our kind on our home continent. The rest are 
scattered throughout Europe and Asia. | have met a few but none 
that | would want to introduce to my parents.” His smile was beatific. 


“Do | make that dubious criteria?” 


“You do. My mother was fascinated by the idea that | was 
pursuing a dragon.” 


Dira blushed. “Well, | am flattered, but | don’t know if | could ever 
leave the Crossroads.” 


He scowled. “Why ever not?” 


She sighed and set down her glass. “Because, when they were 
designing this pocket dimension, they used my blood and magic to 
build it.” 


The rest of the dinner was rather quiet. Mak paid with a swipe of 
his token and offered his arm in a gesture so familiar to her that she 
responded without thinking. They walked down the street and 
toward the Open Heart. 


“So, you are tied to the Crossroads?” 

“Yes and no. It is no longer drawing on my system, if that makes 
sense. There is enough traffic here to sustain it now without my 
help. | have just never thought of being anywhere else.” 


“Would you consider spending time in the human world with me?” 


His words cut directly to the issue she was grappling with. “I 
would like to, but what is out there for me?” 


He turned and faced her in front of her home. “Me.” 


Dira looked up at him and saw the blinding beauty mixed with the 
pure heart. “Will you offer me your heart and all your treasures?” 


“| will.” His simple reply spoke volumes. 


“Then, | will choose you as mate and live at your side until we 
fade from these worlds.” 


His astonished expression turned into something heated as he 
leaned down and kissed her wildly. He held her against him, and 
she wrapped her legs around him, holding tight as he walked into 
her home and took her up the stairs to his room. 


Her clothing slid from her in pieces under the firm grip of his 
hands. She reciprocated, peeling his shirt from his shoulders and 
pushing it aside as she stroked and appreciated the feel of his 
muscles under the skin. 


Dira moaned as she felt his tongue under her jawline, and her 
body shook as the stimulation translated into a surge of heat that 
ran from breast to groin and back again. 


She sighed when he ran a hand down her spine and pushed her 
hips tight against his body when he stroked her tailbone. 


Dira moaned against his mouth and pulled on his hair as 
savagery overtook her. “Stop playing with the hot spots and get 


inside me, mate.” 


He didn’t need to be told twice. It took him some effort to pry her 
off him, but when she was completely naked and on the bed, 
watching him with hungry golden eyes, he shivered under her gaze 
and stripped, pausing to wrestle his shoes free of his jeans. 


Dira chuckled. It was a rookie mistake, and she was so glad that 
he had made it. It made him less perfect, and she could use a little 
less perfect right now. His erection, however, was just perfect. 


He leaned over her, nibbling at her lips before moving down her 
neck and back up to the underside of her jaw. The sensation he 
was spurring encouraged her to wrap her leg around him and pull 
him toward her. 


When his cock nudged between her hot, slick folds, she sighed 
happily and pulled him into her with a sharp tug of both hands and 
the leg she had hooked around his thighs. 


Dira grinned while Mak gasped. Her body set up a slow 
massage of his cock, and he hadn't even started to move yet. 


“How are you doing that?” 


She laughed and wrapped her other leg around him, pulling her 
pelvis to his. “Every species has their practical applications. This 
one is mine. Well, that and being able to bake without an oven.” 


Looking into his eyes, she noted that he was having trouble 
concentrating. He slid back and thrust into her in a short, sharp 


motion. Fun and games was over, sex with her mate suddenly 
became serious. 


Dira ran her hands up Mak’s back, caressing the groove of his 
spine and clawing lightly at his buttocks. Each thrust took him 
deeper, and when she dug her nails into his back, he groaned and 
plunged faster and harder until she felt the beginning tremors of her 
orgasm. 


She gasped and bit down on his shoulder as her body flared with 
white-hot energy. Mak groaned and held himself inside her, bucking 
against her with sharp jerks. 


He slowly leaned over her and pressed a kiss to her lips. “I 
apologize for the speed.” 


Dira looked up at her mate and kissed him back. “I apologize for 
hurrying you along.” 


He sighed and withdrew from her. “It is my fault. | shouldn’t have 
jumped you or let you jump me. This is not the mating night | have 


envisioned for myself.” He moved to one side and cuddled her 
against him. 


She smiled into the darkness. “You pictured your mating night?” 


“| did. Unicorns have a very fanciful side. When can | see your 
other form?” 


She turned in his arms. “Do you really want to?” 


He nodded and the sincerity in his face was unmistakable. 


She sighed and sat up. “How about right now?” 
He didn’t need to be asked twice. “Out the back way?” 


She laughed, “If you want to run in the meadow, it would be best. 
Now, excuse me while | get something to wear.” 


Dira was barely on her feet when she was swamped by one of 
Mak’s shirts. He grinned proudly. “There. All fixed.” 


He pulled on his jeans and lifted her in his arms. “lam so excited. 
| have never seen a dragon before.” 


She laughed softly as he carried her out into the hall and down 
the stairs. “Why do | suddenly have shifting anxiety? | have never 
had anyone watch me change before.” 


“Oh, | intend to watch you at every opportunity. If |am lucky, you 
might even agree to pose for some of my company’s ads.” 


Speechless, she kept her mouth shut until he set her back on her 
feet. She took a few steps away from him, pointed herself toward 
the meadow and slipped off his shirt. In seconds, she was shifting 
into her other shape and taking flight. 


Chapter Eight 


Mak watched in astonishment as the woman he had just been 
inside of grew golden scales and increased in size by fifteen times. 
He would not have guessed that she was an Asian dragon, though 
her long black hair was a bit of a giveaway. 


Her body didn’t fly as much as it undulated with the support of 
magic, energy or whatever it was that let her shift to begin with. 


Mak stared at her as she flew faster and faster until she 
disappeared over the horizon. He chuckled and stripped off his 
jeans. After a few seconds of popping joints and stretching 
tendons, he stomped on all fours and ran after his mate across the 
meadow. 


Stretching his legs and pounding his hooves into the soil was 
freeing. He shook his mane and speared his horn toward the 
horizon. 


Dira appeared when he was in the centre of the meadow, and 
she undulated around him in a wide circle. 


Mak came to a halt and shook his head again. 


Your four-footed form is lovely, Mak. 


You can speak to me directly? He was shocked at her warm 
presence in his mind but the book had mentioned this sort of direct 
communication. 


Of course. My kind is known for patience and wsdom. 
And mine is known for being incorruptible and pretty. 


A good combination, | think. She moved around him and settled 
on the ground. 


He shifted into his human form and ran his hand along her silky 
scales and skin. You are amazing. | have never seen anything 
like this. 


The huge gold eye aimed in his direction closed slowly before 
opening again. You had better not. To get this close to a dragon, 
you have to have more than your wt and charm in action. 


He laughed and ran his hands along her body. His erection 
throbbed as he enjoyed the feel of her scales just as much as he 
enjoyed her skin. 


Are you seriously turned on by my dragon form? Her voice was 
blandly curious as it echoed through his mind. 


Of course | am, Dira. Everything about you tums me on. Did 
you think it was an impulse that led me to pursue you? You are 
not an easy conquest. | would not have pursued you if | did not 


want you for life. 


She moved her head toward him and ran her tongue over him in 
short flicks from head to toe. 


Dira, what are you doing? 


Leaming your flavours so | dont accidentally snack on you one 
day. | havent eaten a talking being for years, but it never hurts to 
be safe. 


She nosed him, and he gripped her head, scratching her under 
the chin. 


Her head was surrounded by hair so fine, it floated with every 
gust of wind, and he caressed her neck, burying his face in her hair. 


She let out a low hum of pleasure, and he grinned and backed 
away. 


Mak hadn't used his inborn magic much, but he tried to give 
some of it to the ground beneath him, and in seconds, blooms 
covered the meadow around them. 


He created a thick carpet of flowers, and she shifted back into 
her human form, wearing nothing but the long fall of black hair. 


Her eyes still glowed gold, so he knew that her dragon was not 
too far away. 


“The flowers are very pretty.” She whispered it, and she stood 
shyly with her toes scrunching the grass. 


“They are. Would you care to go for a ride?” He blinked at his 
own nerve. He hadn't offered to give any female a ride before. 
Unicorns were for looking at, not for riding. 


She smiled and bit her lower lip on the right side. 


He couldn't resist, he kissed her, running his hands down her 
smooth, silky back until he cupped the round mounds of her ass. 


When he lifted his head, she was blushing but she nodded. “The 
last time | went riding, it was a long time ago. | am sure that | can 
figure it out if you don’t mind a little tugging.” 


He grinned down at her, loving how shy she had become now 
that he had seen her beast. “If you pull my hair, | will pull yours at a 
later time.” 


She opened her mouth to respond, but he shifted and stamped 
his hooves impatiently. He felt her thread her hands in his mane, 
and with a solid pull and a graceful leap, she was on his back. 


He closed his eyes in delight at the feel of her legs around his 
barrel. He took a few slow steps until she moved with him and then 
he picked up speed until he was running through the night and she 
was laughing wildly with her body rocking against him with every 
stride. 


Mak felt powerful as he ran along with his chosen mate on his 
back. She had the power to destroy towns and was large enough to 
consume humans whole, but she was trusting him to run with her 


and laughing like a delighted child the whole time. 


He crossed the meadow in zigzag patterns until her giggles 
slowed and she hiccupped. 


He stopped next to the bed of flowers, and she slipped off his 
back, landing on her butt in the grass. Mak shifted back and took 
her into his arms, helping her back to her feet. She felt so slight 
against him for something so powerful. 


“Did you enjoy that?” He whispered it against her ear and 
watched her shiver. Her nipples hardened against his chest and his 
erection bucked in reaction. 


“| did. The last time | rode a horse, | was fully clothed and using a 
saddle. This was much better.” 


Mak smiled as she slowly wrapped her arms around him. Her 
hands ran up to his shoulders and down to his ass. When she 
wrapped a hand around his cock, he focussed on remaining calm 
while his heart pounded in his chest and his shaft jerked in her grip. 


He could smell heat coming from her body. When she circled the 
head of his cock with her small, delicate fingers, he lost it. 


He carefully pulled her hand from him and knelt in the flowers, 
pulling her to the bed of thickly woven petals. It was a silly talent, but 
right now, he was delighted that he had it. 


Mak pressed her back to the flowerbed. Seeing her spread out in 
front of him, her eyes welcoming, his self-control was tested to the 


limit. Distracting himself by caressing her breasts until she twisted 
under his palms wasn't effective, neither was looking between her 
spread thighs and seeing the wet folds that were slick with wanting 
him. 


He leaned down and parted her folds with his tongue, taking in 
the salty-sweet musk that was Dira alone. His senses delighted in 
the moans that she offered him, the high-pitched whine that was 
accompanied by her grabbing his head and holding on as soft 
contractions of her inner walls clasped his tongue. He continued to 
stroke his tongue from her opening up to her clit and back again 
until the arch of her body relaxed again. 


With a groan of relief, he fitted his cock to her, and he thrust into 
her with a grunt. The hot, wet clasp of her was dizzying, and he 
started to count backward from a hundred as he rocked against 
her, trying to bring her back to the heights of arousal. 


By the time he worked down to ten, she was gripping his 
shoulders, had her legs wrapped around his waist and she bit down 
on his chest as she came. 


Oh, thank the first hom. He let his body go, and his cock jerked 
and flexed as he shouted loud enough to make Dira flinch. It felt like 
his balls had been turned inside out, and as the light danced behind 
his eyes, he grinned. He definitely wanted to do this again. 


KKAK 


Dira looked up into Mak’s face, and his grin was triumphant. She 
stroked his cheek and ran her hand through his hair. “You look 
smug.” 


“| feel smug and satisfied and thoroughly content.” He eased off 
her and pulled her over him on the mat of flowers. 


“| feel like | have a mate.” 
He kissed her nose. “That you do.” 


She smiled and stroked his chest, repairing some of the damage 
she had caused with her bite. 


He looked down at her hand. “Aw, | wanted to wear that as a 
reminder.” 


She blushed. “Sorry, when! am close, | get bitey.” 


“lam getting that idea, and | don’t mind.” He squeezed her and 
she sighed. 


Dawn was starting to peek through the trees, and Dira winced. 
“We were out all night?” 


He laughed and squeezed her again, trailing one hand down her 
spine to massage her tailbone. 


She gripped his hand and pulled him away. “Stop that. | have 
guests arriving this morning, and | need to get breakfast going.” 


He grinned. “All work and no play...” 


“We just played. Now, time for work.” It was like moving away 
from a part of herself when she got to her feet. Her body was 
dusted with golden pollen, and it gilded Mak as he got to his feet. 


He stretched, and her mouth watered. All those muscles and skin 
moving in coordinated harmony brought her attention to the erection 
that had as much pollen on it as her body, but on him, it looked 
sexy. 


He wrapped an arm around her waist as they returned to the B 
and B. Dira was amazed by how easily he touched her now. 
Waiting for a male who appealed to her had meant that she spent a 
lot of time alone. Being this close to a male was peculiar, but it 
wasn't a bad thing. She would simply have to get used to having a 
mate. 


She grinned and chuckled as a thought occurred to her. 


“Why are you laughing, my dear mate?” He whispered it in her 
ear. 


“You don't want to know.” She slipped the shirt back on when they 
reached the house. 


“Oh, but | do.” 
“If this doesn’t work out between us, | can always eat you.” 


He froze in place, and she laughed wildly as she entered her 
house. “Told you, you wouldn't want to know.” 


Chapter Nine 


Dira quickly fixed a batch of muffins and baked them while Mak 
watched. He was grappling with her sense of humour, and she 
regretted her words when she saw his face as he entered the 
kitchen. 


“lam sorry that | mentioned eating you. | haven’t eaten anyone in 
a very, very long time and never another shifter.” She didn’t add that 
she used her fire on any number of attackers. Killing was different 
than consuming. 


“Itis fine. | suppose | could simply spear you with my horn and call 
it a day.” He crossed his arms over his chest in a classic defensive 
measure. 


“| thought that is what we were doing in the meadow.” Dira 
winked at him, and he was startled into laughing. 


She felt the door upstairs open, and she quickly put a dozen 
muffins on a plate, moving around her mate to set the table for her 
incoming guest. 


While Mak watched, she heated water for her coffee press and 
cooked a rasher of bacon with her hands extended. 


“So, heat just comes out of your hands like that?” 


She winked. “Yes, yes it does. | am a fire-affiliated dragon. 
Learning how to bake with precise control took practice, but | really 
enjoy it now.” 


When Theodore called out from the front room, the tray was 
ready, and she started to bring out the bacon and four cups of 
coffee. 


Mak stopped her and took the tray. “You are not going out there 
until you are dressed, young lady.” 


She laughed and slipped the shirt from her shoulders, tucking it 
over his arm like a napkin. “Be a good host, and | will be back ina 
moment.” 


She left Mak to serve Theodore and his new ladylove while she 
headed to her lair. 


He was around the corner when she opened the door to her 
private rooms and headed down the stairs. Images from centuries 
of life covered the walls. She had to admit that she liked having her 
picture taken, even with oil paints and grouchy artists. 


Her mother had been an Asian dragon, but her father was a 
European griffin, and the European artists had called to that part of 
her soul. 


She walked around the room quickly and visited all the images of 
her around the room before taking a fire bath and getting dressed. 


Her floor was paved with gold coins, and she enjoyed the slick feel 
beneath her feet until she put on low-heeled sandals. 


While she puttered around and put on earrings, she made the 
beds and checked the mattresses for damage. It was a routine that 
grounded her for the uncertain day ahead. 


Dira looked around her lair and calmed herself with the familiar 
surroundings before she climbed up the spiral staircase and 
reappeared in the kitchen. 


She walked out into the dining room and took a seat. “Good 
morning, Theodore. Is this your charming mate?” 


The woman was a bear shifter, but she looked like a pixie that 
Dira had met centuries earlier. 


Theodore shyly introduced his bride-to-be. “This is Amalie.” 


“Welcome to the Open Heart, Amalie. Congratulations on finding 
a mate.” 


“Thank you, miss.” The woman had honey-brown hair and huge 
blue eyes. 


“Can | get anyone some eggs, toast or pancakes?” 


Mak was busy munching. “l am good with these muffins. Are 
these the blueberries we picked?” 


“They are. The bacon was brought in from an artisanal butcher 
shop.” 


The platter of muffins was down to three, so Dira got to her feet. “I 
will get some more if you like.” 


As one, all three people sitting at the table grabbed for another 
muffin. 


Dira laughed and returned to the kitchen, preparing a fresh 
platter with a dozen muffins from her earlier baking exercises. 


When she brought the muffins in, everyone smiled with relief and 
took another one of them. 


Theodore looked at Mak and then at Dira. “Mak mentioned that 
you two were going to formalize your union today. Congratulations 
are in order for you as well.” 


Dira sucked in a deep breath. “I suppose they are. | have never 
thought about me finding a mate, but in keeping with the name of 
my bed and breakfast, | suppose that keeping an open heart 
wouldn't be a bad thing.” 


Mak munched a strip of bacon. “Sucks when it applies to you, 
doesn't it?” 


She reached out and flicked her fingers across his sleeve. He 
had shrugged into the shirt she left him. She left a scorched mark 
across his shirt, and he winced at the heat. 


Theodore blinked in alarm, and Amalie moved closer to him. “I 
will be leaving today. It is time to meet Amalie’s family and then 
mine.” 


“Congratulations once again. May joy find you every time you 
need it.” Dira grinned. 


Theodore piled three more muffins into his hands, and he chased 
a giggling Amalie back up to his room. 


Mak looked at her. “You really make good treats. | am going to 
weigh a ton if | don’t watch myself.” 


She took one of the muffins and perched it on her fingers, 
warming it for her. “It is practice, like anything else. You mix a little 
of this, a little of that and you find out what works. The first guests 
here gnawed on something resembling a baseball. That is why | 
started to make doorstops...| mean pancakes.” 


Mak snorted and picked up a piece of bacon, “So, is there 
someone who can take over for you if you take a day or two off?” 


She scowled. “I suppose that | could. There are other facilities 
that can be opened to take in guests. When Theodore leaves, | will 
technically be empty for a few hours. Why?” 


“| want to introduce you to my family.” 


She sat back and blinked. “Well, in that case, when we get to the 
human world, | will make a few calls and have what is left of my 
family meet you.” 


Mak jolted in place. “What? | thought you said your sisters were 
gone.” 


“| did, but Dinyali had daughters with a djinn, and they had 
daughters, lots and lots of daughters. | still keep in touch, but none 
of them are shifters.” She sighed. 


“Really? What are they?” He leaned in curiously. 


“They are my nieces, and | enjoy my time with them, when | can 
get away. It has been a few decades since | have seen any of them, 
but I call them frequently from the Meditation Centre.” 


“This is mindboggling. | had you pegged as all alone in the 
universe.” 


“No other member of my family is a shifter. They are all gone. 
Mixing the blood with the desert fey makes children who have 
magic in them but not the ability to shift. Same as a half-breed with 
a regular human. Loving family but no more shifting.” 


He nodded. “I see. My family prides itself on bloodlines.” 

“That will change once you mate with a dragon. Bloodlines are 
harder to adhere to when you live longer than most species and 
several civilizations.” 


“So, if our children wanted to marry a human or a magical one, 
you wouldn't mind?” 


“If they loved and loved with their whole heart, | would give my 
blessing with a threat by the soon-to-be mother-in-law.” 


He grinned. “You seem like you would be a good mother.” 


“Dragons are good mothers by our very nature. We dote on our 
young.” 


“lam relieved to hear it. | would like at least three kids. Four if you 
are willing to keep going.” Mak grinned hopefully. “We are rare 
creatures, and we need to keep the odds in favour of mythic 
shifters.” 


Dira cocked her head. “I agree, but the Crossroads is no place 
for children.” 


Mak took her hand. “That is why | hope you will give my family a 
chance to offer you a life in the human world with minimal contact 
with actual humans.” 


She smiled back and squeezed his hand. “When do you want to 
go?” 


“Let me just change clothes and we can register at the Meditation 
Centre and then head to my family’s country home. We keep a spot 
with plenty of room to run.” 


Dira imagined the open space, and she bit her lip. “What is the 
air corridor like?” 


He blinked. “Oh, you mean for planes?” 
“Yes.” 


“We are against a mountain range, so there are no aircraft 
overhead.” 


She perked up, “Mountains?” 
He grinned and kissed the back of her hand. “Intrigued?” 


‘Willing to try it, but we need to get to the Meditation Centre 
before my guests start arriving so Tony and Teal can redirect them 
to the other B and Bs. We need to move fast.” 


He was on his feet and sprinting up to his room in a moment. 


Dira called a bag, with underwear and a few changes of clothes, 
up through the floor. It would be strange to be away from her lair, but 
she focussed on the adventure of doing something new with 
someone new. 


She felt him return, and as Theodore and his lady left the building, 
Mak was on their heels with his key in his hand. Dira filed all the 
keys, picked up her bag and the paperwork and took his arm to 
make their way to the Meditation Centre. “Damn it, the cake!” 


She dropped his arm and her bag, returning to her home to get 
the strawberry shortcake that she had made before everything got 
intimate the day before. She put it into her delivery basket and 
closed the lid. Grinning, she locked up her door and returned to 
Mak’s side. “It's tradition.” 


He carried her bag and she carried the cake and the reservation 
sheets to the Meditation Centre. As they walked through the door 
and the guardians looked up, she smiled. “Happy Anniversary.” 


She offered them the basket, and Teal rushed forward to take it 


with a one-armed hug. “Teal, you may know Mak. He and | are 
taking a few days to meet his family.” 


Tony grinned. “Are those the reservations?” 


He took the paperwork from her and gave her a hug in exchange. 
“| will take care of them. Take as long as you need, the Open Heart 
will officially be under renovation during your hiatus. The beavers 
are eager to give it a face lift.” 


Dira scowled. “Just the exterior. If they touch my rooms, | will burn 
the fur off their furry butts.” 


“No one will set foot inside. | will Keep an eye on it. Now, go, 
enjoy seeing the human world again. You won't believe the changes 
that they have gone through in the last few decades. | can’t wait until 
you see the Internet. You are definitely going to want to install a 
computer in your B and B.” 


She wrinkled her nose. “I have heard about them but still haven't 
seen one, so | will simply keep an open mind until | experience one 
for myself.” 

Mak was staring at her in shock. “You haven’t seen a computer?” 


“Nope.” 


He put an arm around her and whispered, “This just might be a 
deal breaker.” 


She punched him and her friends laughed, hauling them to the 
transport zone. A moment later and she was back in a world that 


she hadn't seen for a very long time. 


Chapter Ten 


Cool air and a bright band of sunlight brought Dira’s senses to life. 
“| had forgotten what it felt like.” 


Mak wrapped an arm around her waist. “l am going to put our 
bags inside and call my mother. She will send out the alert, and the 
family will descend upon us.” 


Dira was looking up at the sky, and she said, “Uh-huh.” 


She heard him laugh as he walked into the structure behind her, 
but she was busy admiring the open space and the natural magic of 
the world under her feet. 


Feeling the natural rhythms was rather freeing. She didn’t notice 
her separation from the Crossroads, but at the same time, she 
could still feel her home as if via a tether. 


The greens were bright, the stand of trees nearby was an ideal 
place to plant some berry bushes and the rock face to her left was 
the perfect spot to dig a lair. Huge granite slabs would give way to 
her claws and she could create a lovely hideaway. 


Dira finally turned to see the huge expanse of the home that Mak 


had disappeared into. “Or, | could just live there.” 


Mak came out and took her hands. “The family is about to 
descend with supplies and enough enthusiasm for a stampede.” 


“Then, please give me a tour of the territory so that | don’t have 
any odd responses. And do you have an Internet?” 


He blinked. “Uh, yes. Yes, | do.” 
“Can you show me that?” 
He hugged her. “I think | can do that.” 


She heard the smile in his voice, but she ignored it. She was out 
of date on day-to-day things that modern shifters took for granted. It 
would involve intense study, but she had always enjoyed learning. A 
new world, new mate and new ideas to explore. This could be fun. 


The home was huge. “It seems your family has done well for 
itself.” 


“They have. We have traded on our attractive abilities and good 
looks to make our money.” 


Dira grinned as she checked out the eighth bedroom. 
“Apparently, your family is stunning.” 


He laughed and grabbed her around the waist, whirling her in a 
circle. “You have no idea how happy | am to have you here.” 


She laughed at his bubbly good humour. “I am getting an idea of 


it. Now, show me a computer.” 


The next three hours were spent learning how to surf the streams 
of data that bombarded her from all angles. It was like reading a 
dictionary with pictures and half the entries were false. Common 
sense had to reign. 


“This is amazing. What is your family’s company called?” 
“Unicareli Fashions.” 


With two fingers tapping, she brought up the website and went 
scrolling through the images. “Oh, my. Is that your brother?” 


Mak crouched next to her and looked at the screen. “Yes. That’s 
Donovan. Under ladies wear, it is Lilan and my mother.” 


She looked from Mak to the male in the picture. “Maybe | rushed 
my choice.” 


He growled and swivelled her chair around, crouching next to her, 
“You did not. You chose the right man for you. My brother is an 
idiot.” 


She leaned forward and kissed him, taking his lower lip between 
hers and nipping. Four strange beings had walked into the home, 
and they were on their way to the library where Dira and Mak were 
currently making out. 


He tugged her across his thighs and caressed her from neck to 
hips in slow sweeps. When he started to shift her skirt up toward 
her waist, she stopped him. 


“| suppose | should tell you that your family is here.” 


He groaned as his fingers caressed the backs of her knees. “Of 
course they are. They are all very eager to meet you.” 


She chuckled and placed her hands on his shoulders. “That is 
fine. | will not mind meeting them.” 


A voice behind them was amused. “Good, because we are 
delighted to greet you and welcome you to the family. | am Mikhela, 
by the way. This is my daughter Lilan, my son Donovan and my 
husband Enker.” 


Dira tried to get to her feet, but Mak held her in place. “lam Dira.” 
She looked over her shoulder at the collection of ridiculously 
attractive people in the library entrance. 


Mak laughed, “We are going to have to file for paperwork with the 
Shifter’s Council. Dira hasn't been out and about for a while.” 


Mikhela’s eyes widened. “Oh my, yes. Of course.” 


Enker tilted his head. “She is smaller than | would have thought 
for a dragon.” 


Dira grinned. “I get a bit bigger.” 


She was still straddling Mak’s lap, and her body was enjoying the 
exterior warmth. “Mak, let me up.” 


“No, | want you here.” His whisper was low and meant only for 


her. 


“We are being rude, so either let me up, or | will just get up and 
that will hurt your masculine feelings.” 


To make her point she flexed her fingers, and he winced at the 
pressure. “Understood.” 


He released her hips, and she got to her feet with him standing 
behind her a moment later. 


His erection pressed against her hip, and she smiled as the 
reason for using her as concealment was made clear. 


With them both upright, the Norwins surrounded them, hugging, 
kissing and shaking hands. It was as warm a welcome as a new 
mate could hope for. 


Going by the groceries, the Norwins enjoyed a variety of gourmet 
foods. Dira chatted with Mikhela and Lilan while the men set the 
table. Dinner was prepared while the Norwins watched, and she 
had to admit it was fun to cook with her hands with an audience. 


When Donovan asked his brother, “You let her touch your junk 
with those hands?” she realised that she had definitely gotten the 
correct brother the first time around. 


Lilan had tossed a salad and Mikhela sliced the bread, so within 
five minutes, they were sitting around for the first family meal Dira 
had experienced in a very long time. 


Enker asked, “So, you run a bed and breakfast?” 
“Ido. |run the Open Heart at the Crossroads.” 
The two younger Norwins looked excited. 


Lilan asked, “How many couples have come through your 
doors?” 


Dira sliced her steak and mentally tabulated the answer. “Four 
hundred eighty-three, eighty-four if you count Mak and myself.” 


Enker coughed. “How long have you been there?” 

With a little bit of pride, she smiled, “I was part of the build team.” 

Mikhela looked at her, “That would make you...” 

Dira sipped at her water glass. “Really old.” 

Enker gave her a long look. “You would make an excellent model 
for our ads, as well as your colouration would break up our family 


blondness.” 


She laughed, “If it is in the interest in colouration diversity, | would 
be willing to let images of myself be used. Websites are fascinating 
things, as are fashion shows and the textiles industry in general. | 
have missed a lot.” 


Mikhela looked around the dining room. “Enker and | discussed it 
on the way here, and we would like you to accept this home as a 
gift, and you can consider it your territory. Will that help in your 


adaptation to the modern world?” 


Dira looked around at the open balcony that looked out over the 
open space, the forest and the rock, everything a dragon needed to 
start a new life. 


“If Mak will accept it, | will. | would also offer to purchase it from 
you if that is not the case.” She continued to eat her meal, and she 
grinned at the faces around her. “I have been out of the loop, but | 
have not ceased to accumulate wealth. | have accounts with several 
brokers and | communicate via phone. Wealth comes easily to my 
kind. Even small interest payments make a difference when you 
have a large enough pile of starting capital.” 


The table of unicorns was surprised. Apparently, once they had 
settled her status as ancient and out of touch, they couldn’t imagine 
that she would be able to work her way around financial matters. 
She waved her fork in the air. “You have your skills with humans, | 
have mine with money. It doesn’t stop just because time passes.” 


She checked the time and winced. “May | make a quick call? | will 
be right back.” 


Mak extended a small square and she wrinkled her nose. “Cell 
phone, right?” 


He grinned. “Give me the number and | will show you how to use 
it later.” 


Dira caught Lilan and Donovan looking at each other, and 
instead of flicking them with a bolt of heat, she gave Mak the 


number for her favourite niece. 


He handed her the phone, and she held it to her ear. When the 
connection went through, she spoke quickly, “Hiya, Teebie.” 


“Aunty Dira! | haven’t heard from you in months. How are you 
doing?” 


“Pretty good. | have finally taken the plunge and have a mate.” 
“No way! What is he? It is a he, right?” 


“I's a he. He’s a unicorn. Now, | need to ask you a question, and | 
need you to think it over for a while.” 


“Shoot.” 


“Will you take a temporary position at the Crossroads and run my 
B and B? You don't have to answer it right now.” 


“Pil do it.” 
“You don’t want to think about it?” 


“Aunty, | have more than enough energy to run your housekeeping 
routine, and while my muffins are not as good as yours, | make 
quite a cup of coffee. What would | have to do?” 


“Do you have a paper and pen?” 


“Ido.” 


“| need you to contact Derios at the head of the Shifter Council 
and explain who you are, and then, you need to call the Transport 
Guild Master and get Krisia to pick you up.” She rattled off the 
numbers and exhaled. “If you do this, you can live for free at the 
Crossroads, and you will be able to pursue your muse all you like.” 


“Will do. What is your phone number, so | can keep you posted?” 


“| will hand you to Mak, it’s his phone. Love you, Teebie.” She 
smiled and handed the small object to Mak. 


She heard Teebie greet him, “Welcome to the family, Uncle 
Mak.” And after that, she concentrated on her dinner. 


A wave of her finger brought everyone’s meal back to warm, and 
she winked as they tried to hide that they were listening to the call 
with her niece. 


Mak answered a few questions and rattled off a ten-digit number 
before disconnecting the call. “She seems nice.” 


“Oh, she is. She also is almost pure djinn, so she is a little blue- 
violet. It makes it hard for her to live in the human world, so | thought 
a trip to the Crossroads would be refreshing for her.” 


Mikhela raised her brows politely. “Her name is interesting. 
Teebie?” 


Dira winced. “That was my fault, it stands for Totally Blue. | 
named her the day she was born, she’s my goddaughter. The djinn 
have pigments that occur randomly in their population when there is 


crossbreeding involved. She is fourth generation from a griffin and 
a djinn.” 


Lilan looked at Dira wide-eyed. “Really? A griffin? | have never 
seen a griffin.” 


“She was my sister. | currently have forty-nine nieces around the 
world, none are shifters.” 


Enker cocked his head. “How many know about you?” 


“All of them. Since my sister died so young, she was not able to 
raise her children, so | gathered her four daughters up and kept 
them safe before | brought them home. The crusades were not a 
good time for anyone, but | brought them to their father’s people 
once they were old enough. The djinn took it from there.” 


Donovan raised his hand. “So, you have actually associated with 
the fey?” 


“Of course. | mean, | don't really like most fey, but | do love my 
nieces, and they strive to do the best for their community each and 
every day. Eventually, | will lose touch with that branch of the family 
or start my own, but until then, |am Aunty Dira and | will go to them if 
they need me. It does mean | do a lot of birthday calls every year, 
but it keeps me up on my languages.” 


The rest of the evening was lost to dessert, conversation and 
questions about how she could be so good at some modern things 
and a complete loss at others. 


Adapting to time spent outside the Crossroads was a fascinating 
thing, and as they sat on their balcony and watched the moon rise, 
Dira knew she was lucky to do it with a fascinating mate. 


The family was staying for three days, and after that, it was a 
honeymoon for Mak and Dira. After all those centuries alone, she 
was wondering what it would be like to share that much time with 
only one person. 


“You know, you are going to have to shift for my family. They are 
not going to really believe it until they see it.” Mak lifted her hand to 
his lips and kissed it. 


“Do you want to go riding?” 
He blinked. “I didn’t see a place to slip on your back.” 


“You have to climb on behind my head, slide your legs under the 
back of my skull and hold onto my mane.” 


He grinned. “Yes, yes, please!” 


She stood up and slipped off her dress, shoes and underwear. 
Naked, she stepped onto the balcony rail and shifted as she fell. 


Her body grew and magic kept her from the ground. With a few 
quick motions, she returned to the balcony where Mak waited and 
propped her head against the rail while her undulations kept her up. 


Mak settled in her mane, and she heard voices calling out and 
saw his family pointing and with their mouths hanging open. 


Mak’s mind was excited as she flew over the meadow and 
across the tree line, circling slowly to let the Norwins get a good 
look at her. 


This is amazing, Dira. Thank you for coming out of the 
Crossroads for me. 


It is the things that we do for our mate casually on a daily basis 
that prove our love. That I think of you daily is my gift to you. 


It truly is. Now can ve do a barrel roll or a loop-the-loop? 
Yes, love. Hang on. | am going to take you to school. 


Hearing her mate squealing like an excited child as she played in 
the sky sent a spiral of joy through a heart that had been static too 
long. Change was a good thing and love and laughter were better. It 
was wonderful that she was getting them all. 


Author’s Note 


So, now, we have one of the components of how the Shifting 
Crossroads came to be. Dira has a huge romantic streak and life 
with a unicorn is going to fill her with the sort of magic that she can’t 
manage on her own. 


Next month is Poisoned Pen, in which, we find out what makes 
Chuck tick and how he manages to balance life in the Crossroads 
with a deeply romantic streak. When a swan arrives who happens 
to be a huge fan of his work, he has to debate exposing his alter 
ego or experiencing romance first hand instead of in his fiction. 
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